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The Reflective Discussion Group:
Focused discussion in a high-stakes environment

High-stakes testing, coupled with punitive enforcement

of testing results on school communities by ranking and

labeling schools based on single instrument test scores of

students, presents a significant problem for the design of

effective professional development. Teachers and

administrators are placed in the uncomfortable position of

being held accountable for that which they have no

immediate control, student performance (Fenstermacher,

1986) . The absurdity of asking teachers and administrators

to constantly raise test scores runs counter to generally

accepted statistical practices (Berliner & Biddle, 1995)

and encourages teachers to "teach to the test" without

regard for the intellectual development of students.

A grand experiment in high-stakes testing in

combination with labeling schools and retaining children in

grade, one that has gained a reputation as a national model

for "get tough" educational practices, appears to be

falling apart at the seams. According to Moore & Hanson

(2001) the Chicago Public Schools have misreported test

results in order to paint a more vigorous picture that

actually exists in order to justify a top-down
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authoritariari imposition of a skills based curriculum.

Such failure was reasonably predicted based on a reasoned

comparison of the New York experience in the 1980's and the

current Chicago approach to testing and retention of

students based on arbitrary cut-scores on tests (House,

1998).

High-stakes testing programs not only place a

significant burden on students to perform well but on

teachers as well. In a case study of one teacher's

response to the demands of high stakes testing found the

impact on one teacher and her students devastating,

removing creativity and joy from the classroom (Passman,

2001). Passman (1999) found, however, that teachers

engaged in focused, rule-governed reflective discussion

were able to build a resilience to outside pressure

allowing them to maintain a student-centered practice in

the face of significant outside pressure. As teachers in

this study responded to both in-service consulting provided

through Chicago Students at the Center and focused

reflection called the Reflective Practice Discussion Group,

the participants' language mirrored stages of development

across entire careers in teaching described by Knowles

(1992). While not a precise match to Knowles categories,
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Passman (1999) described categories of change that ranged

from simply responding to outside pressure through blaming

language to internalizing good teaching.

Texas is a state in which high-stakes testing is run-

amok. The State has ensconced a set of standards, Texas

Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), into law. The

standards for elementary school alone fill several

bookshelves. The Texas Assessment of Academic Skills

(TAAS) is purported to assess progress in teaching the

entrenched standards. Teachers cannot effectively teach the

standards however because there are a) simply too many to

teach and b) the pressure exerted on teachers due to

measuring their performance based on the results of their

students places external barriers on effective teaching.

This study grew out of a situation in which the Texas

Education Agency (TEA) because of the results of the fourth

grade TAAS writing test labeled one school district low

performing. A partnership between the school, the regional

Educational Service Center, and a university professor was

forged in order to provide assistance in improving writing

scores in the fourth grade in particular and the school in

general. In this work the overarching theme of the

partnership was "good teaching overcomes bad testing." We
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introduced the T-I-P Writing Process (Teach writing

strategiesIntroduce writing conventionsand Practice,

Practice, Practice) to the school in a district wide

workshop. This workshop was followed up by six-months of

intensive work in classrooms, modeling effective teaching

of writing with students for teachers. Additionally, six

teachers in the school participated in a moderated,

focused, rule-governed reflective discussion after school.

As the project began to unfold I began to notice

significant improvement in student writing; both the

quality of the writing and the engagement of students in

the act of writing. I wanted to understand more about the

relationship between the classroom activity and the focused

reflection on teacher attitildes and performance.

Methodology

In this paper I propose to describe aspects of the

developing conversation that grew out of the reflective

conversations held monthly after school. The six teacher

participants and I examined student writing artifacts that

were generated from classroom instruction. The reflective

discussion group focused on what the student writing

revealed about our own teaching. The conversation moved

from a blaming discourse to a discourse of hope over the
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course of the school year. Teachers reported that the

reflective conversations were the critical difference in

how they were able to change their own approach to teaching

and learning.

Transcripts were made of audiotapes of the reflective

meetings. Participating teachers were interviewed with an

emphasis on their view of project participation. Field

notes were made on a regular basis. Data were analyzed

using qualitative methodologies including a narrative based

open coding coupled with semiotic cluster analysis to make

interpretative sense of the data.

Findings

The reflective conversation data is supported by

interviews with teachers. Those interviews were held at

the beginning of the year and again at the end of the year.

The discourse in the interviews followed a similar pattern

as the discourse of the reflective conversations. Knowles

and Cole (Knowles & Cole, 1996) identified three stages in

professional development: 1) Strategic development where

the conversation is often focused on external needs and

requirements; 2) Internalized adjustments in which teachers

turn to the narrative of teaching; and, 3) Strategic

redefinition, a stage where teachers begin to see that they
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have power within the system to effect change. The

reflective conversations followed similar patterns where

first teachers engaged in conversations that pointed to the

"Barriers to Change". This phase was followed by a period

of time in which the participants were sharing narratives

of changing practice that I called "Conditions for Change".

Finally, teachers engaged in a "Discourse of Change", a

discourse that focused not only on their current teaching

but also on what they could accomplish in the future.

The Three Discourses

Barriers to Change

In the beginning teachers were concerned with pressure

from what appeared to be external sources. The pressure

came in various forms including direct and indirect

sources. Direct sources included administrative mandates

coupled with statewide expectations. Indirect sources

included personal, cultural and moral evaluations of

teaching and learning.

An example of external pressure is given voice when Roz1

remarks:

You know so we don't have enough time to do a

All names of participants are pseudonyms.
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lot of time to do writing inside of Social

Studies. We should. We should do more but

time constraints, you just can't do it.

Roz is responding to pressure from both the state and her

own administration in terms of time allocated to content

areas during the course of the school day. Rather than

understanding planning choices as a factor in good

teaching, Roz assumes that planning is constrained by

external requirements. The language Roz chooses is also

related to the category error of mistaking curriculum

coverage for actual learning.

Another example of an external Barrier to Change

focuses on the TAAS test. Sylvia interrupted a discussion

of planning and implementing an authentic writing program

as that program impacts length of written text for fourth-

grade. In her frustration she exclaimed,

Truly TAAS requires you to, if you are going

to make that three or fourfpagesl, you've go

to have that length. I mean that's just the

way it is

Barriers to Change are not barriers in the sense that

they interfere with change. Rather, they appear to be the

first stage of a longer process of breaking away from

9
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external constraints in an environment of safety and

support. Without the safe context and without strong

support from those in authority Barriers to Change are

insurmountable. With support and safety they serve to set

the stage for change. Perhaps Barriers is too harsh a word

to use but it serves to remind us of just how strong an

influence this form of exteriority can be if left

unchecked.

Conditions for Change

Conditions for Change present a far different picture

than its predecessor. Conditions for Change finds

participants struggling to identify language that

articulates the experience of changing practice.

Conditions set the table for internalization, ownership if

you will, of the changes in practice that come from making

active changes in the classroom and then being able to

focus on reflecting on those changes.

Celia expresses a concern for connecting writing

practice to feedback. She is concerned that students need

to know how to in a sense 'get it right.'

Uh Practice for feedback. And you practice

writing for your whole life but if your doing

it wrong and nobody's telling you look at

.10
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this what if we change this? Maybe this would

make it better, if nobody's helping you, its

never going to get any better because you

don't know there's anything wrong

The distinguishing factor assigning this statement to

Conditions is the fact that Celia is embracing the idea of

student practice as an important part of writing while

struggling with the idea of correctness of the writing.

Celia welcomes writing practice and seeks collegial advice

regarding the best way to achieve feedback for that

writing. The conversation continues with more than one of

her colleagues suggesting peer collaboration as one way to

provide the required feedback. This short conversation

focuses participants on change as they thrash about in

unfamiliar waters.

Annie struggled with perfection in the classroom. She

wanted each of her second-graders to be perfect. I was in

her classroom one morning modeling a strategy for her

students. During a subsequent interview she stated:

I was telling him {Passman} one day, I said

why don't you help him-the first time that

he came- because he can't write. And he said

no cause he's involved he's writing, he may

11
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be writing worse but he's writing, he's doing

this and then when he got up in the author's

chair, he just read, he said a story. I

wasn't written well but at least he was

getting involved. He had the writing process

and the same thing with the dyslexic child I

had where he only wrote like four sentences

but he told a story that was two pages long.

Annie sensed change in both her students and in her own

approach to teaching. Annie's sense of wonder and

amazement jump out as she talks about the accomplishments

of two of her struggling students. Her ability to reflect

on what happened in her classroom began to give voice to

the change.

Discourse of Change

I called the final aspect of changing language,

Discourse of Change. Here participants found the language

that articulated the changing practice they were all

experiencing. Discourse is distinguished by an interiority

of language, an internalized voice.

And one of the things that we didn't talk

about this time that we talked about pretty

much every time up 'till now was we always

12
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heard questions whether or not first drafts,

or not. We didn't talk about that today.

Which I find really pretty interesting.

Annie internalizes the nature of the discussion by making

comparisons to earlier conversations and noticing changes

in the group language. Annie's language represents an

interiority, a sense of ownership of change.

Implications and Conclusion

Implications for Professional Development

One-shot, quick-fix solutions to complex problems do

not work (Allington & Walmsley, 1995) . By providing

ongoing support for purposeful change and connecting that

ongoing support to focused, rule-governed conversations

that allow teachers a safe and supportive environment in

which to engage their own practice there is a reasonable

chance that professional development efforts will be

successful.

Lorenzo is a clear example of this kind of successful

professional development. While conceived in response to

external pressure from the state, our project focused on

improving teaching and, by inference, student performance

as well. We helped teachers create a safe context from
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which they were able to examine their practice in

meaningful and authentic ways. This led to some real

excitement on the part of teachers, an excitement that

rubbed off on their students.

I make no grandiose claims for professional development

that conceives of the unit of change as one classroom and

one teacher at a time. What appears to happen, however, is

that when administrators support teachers, when that

support is articulated and when that support is translated

into meaningful in-classroom action and focused reflection,

changea purposeful and authentic changewill occur.

Implications for Student Performance

Finally, this paper addresses issues of student

performance. The project began because the school had a

44% pass rate in 4th grade writing in the year 2000. The

2001 TAAS results jumped to a 68% pass rate, a level that

moved the school out of low performing to acceptable. An

interesting side note is that had the school included its

final tally its special education students, an overall pass

rate of over 71% would have been documented, which would

enough to be recognized by the state.

Several factors led to this dramatic increase in

scores. Along the lines of Susan Lenski's (Lenski, 1998)
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findings identifying what high performing schools had in

common on the Illinois Goals Achievement Program Test

(IGAP), the school in this study emphasized literacy school

wide, engaged in authentic teaching of writing by making

assignments relevant to students beyond the classroom and

writing for an audience beyond their teacher (Newmann,

Marks, & Gamoran, 1995; Newmann, Secada, & Wehlage, 1995),

and using the TAAS test to inform instructional practice

rather than dictating instruction. Additionally teachers

attributed the introduction of the T-I-P Writing Process as

helping them to revitalize their own teaching, a factor

they insist rubbed off on their students. Finally,

teachers acknowledged the impact of the reflective

conversations on helping them to understand their role as

mentors and guides to their students.



The Reflective Discussion Group 15

References

Allington, R. L., & Walmsley, S. A. (Eds.). (1995). No

quick fix: Rethinking programs in America's elementary

schools. New York: Teachers College Press.

Berliner, D. C., & Biddle, B. J. (1995). The

manufactured crisis: Myths, fraud, and the attack on

America's public schools. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Fenstermacher, G. D. (1986) . Philosophy of research on

teaching: Three aspects. In M. C. Wittrock (Ed.), Handbook

of research on teaching (3rd ed.). New York: Macmillan.

House, E. R. (1998). The predictable failure of

Chicago's student retention program. Chicago: Designs for

Change.

Knowles, J. G. (1992) . Models for understanding pre-

service and beginning teachers' biographies: Illustrations

from case studies. In I. F. Goodson (Ed.), Studying

teachers' lives (pp. 99-152). New York: Teachers College

Press.



The Reflective Discussion Group 16

Knowles, J. G., & Cole, A. L. (1996). Developing

practice through field experiences. In F. B. Murray (Ed.),

The teacher educator's handbook: Building a knowledge base

for the preparation of teachers. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass.

Lenski, S. D. (1998) . Illinois schools that succeed on

the IGAP reading test (Reading Task Force Report) . Normal,

IL: Illinois Reading Council.

Moore, D. R., & Hanson, M. (2001). School system leaders

propose ineffective strategies that are contradicted by

test results and research. Chicago: Designs for Change.

Newmann, F. M., Marks, H. M., & Gamoran, A. (1995).

Authentic pedagogy: Standards that boost student

performance (Issue Report No. 8). Madison, WI: Center on

Organization and Restructuring of Schools.

Newmann, F. M., Secada, W. G., & Wehlage, G. G. (1995).

A guide to authentic instruction and assessment: Vision,

standards and scoring. Madison: Wisconsin Center for

Education Research.



.c
The Reflective Discussion Group 17

Passman, R. (1999) . Teachers talking about change: A

study of discussion focusing on a developing student-

centered practice with four middle-level school teachers.

Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, National-Louis

University, Evanston, IL.

Passman, R. (2001) . Pressure cooker: Experience with

student-centered teaching and learning in high-stakes

assessment environments. Education, 122(1), 189-199.



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (0ERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

EPR UCTI ELEASE
(Specific Document)

DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

TM033878

The cte-e kJ-10;$ Of C 5-5(.1. 02-01-40: roc,a3--cd L,,d5 s L)L.

Author(s): goi;e4, 44-55,44A--) 11.4-tA S. 6444.;78.14-

Corporate Source:

4-EYLA

Publication Date:

400A417

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the

monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,

and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, If

reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

It permission Is granted to reproduce and disseminate the Identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom

of the page.
The sem* sticker shown below will be

affixed to all Level 1 documents

1

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

\e

53CC\C

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
. INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level I

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or other

ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and paper
copy,

Sign
here,-P
please

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to ell Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2A

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

1

Check here for Level 2A release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination In microfiche end In

electronic media for ERIC archival collection
subscribere only

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 213 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 28

Check here for Level 213 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination In microfiche only

Documents Mil be processed as Indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce Is granted, but no box le checked, document° will be processed at Level I.

hereby Fent to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission toreproduce and disseminate this document

as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-pmfit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies

to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

,94/14-1.1-44-,
Printed Ncrno/Positionfrale:

doset
OreanarslonfAddresc: pJeer..re, nv1/4-) af you (-'ccest A

5-Too Ai. 54 Loot j
e _du

Totephorm:713 -441- FAX"77, -2.0. -?fr31
E-Moil Address: 4,Dale:



DL DOCUriENT AV ILITY INFOR TIO (FRO NON-ERIC SOU CE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:
,5 .`q .1

V. REFE L OF E IO TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

HERE TO SEND THIS FOR

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

ERIC CLEA NGHOUSE ON ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION
UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND

1129 SHRIVER LAB
COLLEGE PARK, MD 20742-5701

ATTN: ACQUISITIONS

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

EFF-088 (Rev. 212000)

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mall: sricfac@ineted.gov

"WWW: http://erfcfac.plcoard.cac.com


